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Abstract
The implied or indirect thematic basis of Bernard Malamud’s “The First Seven Years” (1950) revolves around how the 
characters credit individual happiness as their social status rises in their acquisition of material and monetary achievement in the 
industrial and technological developments. Such an individuality reflects itself especially as the shoemaker father, the main
character, in the short story decides to arrange a marriage for his daughter, Miriam, to a schoolboy, Max. Father’s decision 
making gives him great pleasure, yet, the tale concludes differently: not Max but Sobel becomes much more interested in his 
daughter. This implies that direct circumstances and direct themes in the short story reflect indirect messages and implies the 
occurence of ironic themes, i.e., what is implied stands for some other meanings in the context.
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1. Ethical Values Versus Material Possessions in “The First Seven Years” 
    Writing in post-World War II period, Bernard Malamud, American novelist and short story writer of the twetieth 
century, implicitly reflects the influence of historical and cultural changes on individuals within American society 
in his famous short story, “The First Seven Years” (1950). This article highlights a transformation in the 
consideration of success ethic within Jewish ethnic group as they immigrated into several regions of the United 
States. It explores how materialist world influences ethical and moral values in public life so that most of the 
characters in this short story evaluate it as a retrospection for the continuity of morality in their lives. That is, the 
main thematic fabric for Malamud is to evaluate moral and ethical concerns of the Jewish immigrants and their 
social lives in New York City.
2. Malamud’s Success Ethic
    Malamud expresses in an interview that he writes about what he knows about Jews, indicating that he notes of 
his own experiences. He exposes that he is concerned with Jewish dramatic history of immigrants as well as their 
ethicality (Leviant 1991: 50). To illustrate, in an interview with Daniel Stern, Malamud underlines the significance 
of morality in his fictional works and stresses the difficulty of protecting it in different environments (Stern 1991: 
60-61). He signifies that what he is disturbed of is the “population misery, famine, politics of desperation, the 
proliferation of the atom bomb” (Stern 1991: 67). He emphasizes that morality in social life is destructed in these 
great matters. Some critics support the argument of this article considering Malamud “as a moralist and an insistent 
one” and interpret that most of the characters earn their lives in misery by pursuing hard effort and become 
“victims of others” (Shechner 1987: 71). This indicates that some of the individuals lose their lives because of the 
others’ misusing them in various working and social conditions. He manifests the difficulties of the achievement 
policy for a social rise in their circumstances. Malamud pinpoints a change in the historical context of his target 
short story. He emphasizes a change in the meaning of achievement ethic and indirectly reflects a change in the 
evaluations of success in different phases. Whereas the meaning of achievement substantially was regarded in 
moral terms before the Industrial Revolution, it was credited in material accumulation basis onwards with the 
rising of the business world and technological developments. As Henry Bamford Parkes notes, monetary 
accumulation became the most significant subject matter in the age of industrialism.:
With the transformation of the pioneer into the businessman, money became the principal symbol of success 
and the main object of ambition. . . The business classes sought to prove their strength by the conquest of 
money, as their ancestors had done by the conquest of the wilderness and judged each other in monetary 
terms. (260)
It is just the post World War II, after which the individuals quest for the accumulation of possessions in economic 
terms. The main characters in “The First Seven Years” are evaluated in assessing this monetary wealth. In a
literary approach, the rise in social position means, changes throughout the social basis of different historical 
periods. Bernard Malamud focuses on common people, Jewish immigrants living in New York City in this story. 
The main character, Feld, is a Jewish shoemaker who searches for a proper husband for her daughter Miriam to 
acquire a better life when compared with the difficulty of their present living circumstances. He requires her “to 
marry an educated man and live a better life” (Malamud 1983: 14). However, education is in terms of 
accumulation of wealth: It is not moral but material prosperity. He thinks of Max, a college student, to be the most 
suitable person, whom his daughter is ever interested in. This implies that the story is also about sons or daughters 
looking for relief in marriage to have a better future (Sio-Castineira 1998: 9). This underlines that the story again 
revolves around the acquisition of a better living standard. Here, most of the main characters reflect this policy in 
every phase of their lives. Feld discovers that his assistant, Sobel, a Polish Jewish refugee, also becomes in love 
with Miriam who responds his affections. Malamud describes him as a “stocky man, poorly dressed, with a bald 
head that had once been blond, a severely pain face, and sort blue eyes prone to tears over the sad books he read, a 
young man but old” (Malamud 1983: 17). Such a bad introduction manifests Feld’s disgust from moral 
achievement regardless of material accumulation. On the other hand, developing his knowledge of financial 
matters, Max studies to be an accountant, being much more interested in material possessions and qualifies to be 
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the right candidate for marriage. Feld considers that Sobel is a weak person for her daughter to be the partner, 
because he exposes that Sobel is a “man, no doubt because of his terrible experiment as a refugee was afraid of the 
world” (Malamud 1983: 18). He describes Sobel as a very weak person. For him, Max and Sobel are the 
representations of the material and moral values.     In contrast to Max, Sobel whom Miriam is fond of, cares little 
for material things and spends much of his time in reading and social relations. Such a beginning implies that this 
study will basically focus on Bernard Malamud’s evaluation of the meaning of success ethic in terms of 
considering the significance of material values rather than the moral values in “The First Seven Years.” Although 
Feld as a dominant father is known for his decision making for his daughter, Miriam deals with Sobel and does not 
care what his father thinks of. It is significant that Miriam can be accepted as a New Woman of that time who 
considers the necessity to be a self reliant person to be the decision maker for herself. Rather than finding a proper 
spouse being engaged in the moral cases, Feld adjudges Max for his interest in success through material wealth. 
His decision making of choosing Max as the husband, reflects indirectly about the orientation of success in terms 
of material wealth and implies how Malamud considers social position brought by material earnings. 
    By depicting Sobel as a character spending much of his time on social relations and reading, Malamud 
underlines a contrast in the achievement policy. Whereas Max displays a change from moral into material wealth 
in his self-making, Sobel is in search for ethical appreciations. In fact, he combines a critical outlook for this 
change and implies a nostalgia and a retrospection for moral wealth in social uprising through having a character 
like Sobel being in tranquility for achievement in society. Feld, as a shoemaker is behind material conception and 
considers himself as a businessman who aims to acquire social development in “The First Seven Years” (Malamud 
1983: 15). Similar to Feld, Max follows material accumulation and searches for social mobility via material 
possessions. This implies that both Feld and Max could be compared as the represenations of the Industrial Period 
in which the basic issue is to acquire self-making via material earnings. It is signified that what Feld cares for is 
being a self-made man through hard work, i.e., this is the influence of the Industrial Period on individual lives.
   In this short story, Miriam rejects getting married to Max because of his pragmatic vision of life and considers 
impoverished apprentice shoemaker Sobel as a “man of soul” because of caring for moral perfection rather than 
anything in his life. This indicates that Sobel is worth for his moral growth for Miriam. “The First Seven Years” 
has also some Biblical messages in it. In the basis, there is the Biblical story of Jacob, who has to work hard for 
Lacan to reach Rachel. And here, Sobel has to work in the same extent for seven years to claim Miriam to get 
married (Abramson 1993: 129). Thus, for Malamud, Miriam is the person who decides the necessity of moral 
perfection for success in social position. That is, she is the main character who regards moral unity much more 
than any possessions.
    To emphasize how Miriam rejects Max because of his spiritual poverty as well as his physical appearance, 
Malamud introduces Max as a person
tall and grotesquely thin, with sharply cut features, particularly a beak-like nose. He was wearing a loose, 
long slushy overcoat that hung down to his ankles, looking like a rug draped over his bony shoulders, and a 
soggy, old brown hat, as battered as the shoes he had brought in. (Malamud 1983: 15)
In this famous quotation, Malamud reflects his hatred and phobia of the materialist world being in search for 
worldly possessions. Living in a capitalist society full of people having pragmatic orientation, Miriam is in 
discomfort of physical values and presents her wish for a morally perfect society. This implies that Miriam 
assesses individuals through their inner worlds and senses. Malamud implicates that each individual should follow 
the same policy especially by hinting at Max’s world views: although he is pragmatic enough to have an upward 
surge for monetary wealth, he regards others in their sense of mental quality, particularly in their moral perfection. 
To illustrate, Max introduces Miriam in her mental ability of being a “sensible” person, but “not the flighty type.” 
This indicates that as a materialistic man, even Max is in search for having moral values, too, i.e., he is in 
retrospection to attain them, but, he cannot obtain them because of his life in monetary turmoil.However, being in a 
nostalgia is not enough to gain moral achievement. Miriam is right in her sensibility to call Max as a “materialist” 
person (Malamud 1983: 21). Because one night the shoemaker discovers that his new assistant, Max, has been 
stealing from him. Suffering a lot, as a result of this abuste, Feld has his first heart attack (Malamud 1983: 22). 
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      Max admires Miriam because of her pursuit of moral perfection rather than material earnings. This again refers 
that Max is also in nostalgia for moral assets although he pursues material accounts in his daily life. His appraisal 
of Miriam as a “sensible” person implies that Max is the right person to make a distinction between moral and 
material world views.  He is aware of his spiritual poverty, but he is ambitious enough to persist on having a social 
mobility in society. Being a sensible woman is the basic requirement for a woman to be Max’s partner (Malamud 
1983: 16). Miriam summarizes Max’s spiritual poverty in her sensible words: Max is an individual without soul, a 
man who is only engaged with things and possessions, that is, he is a materialistic man (Malamud 1983: 21). This 
indicates that Max values certain ideas and attitudes in his pragmatic vision of life. His business-like fashion 
reminds Miriam to evaluate him as a deformed person in physical perfections. 
     Malamud particularly reflects the significance of ethical values at the very end of the story: Feld experiences a 
transformation in his world view from material assessing into moral appreciation when his apprentice Sobel leaves 
his working life. However, Feld, by the end of the story self-recognizes that Sobel’s departure from his store is the 
case which will cause his bankrupcy, because he relies on his support in his work life in honesty. His departure 
signifies the irony that he escapes from the destructed life of the financial perfections. Since Sobel is unable to get 
married to Miriam, he gives up working hard for a dishonest shoemaker. Malamud expresses that Sobel requires 
Feld to be honest in his attitudes and behaviors by fulfilling his promise to let him marry Miriam.
     By the end of the tale, Feld experiences an epiphany and moves toward a resolution that what makes his work 
life happy is not Max’s desire for financial accumulation but Sobel’s persistence in his moral perfection. This is a 
sudden insight into his own life which ends up experiencing a heart attack in pity and sorrow. Here, Feld’s world 
view transformation is towards moral terms and implies that real success is acquired not via the monetary wealth, 
but through pursuing ethical values of honesty, patience, reading, and social relations. 
3. Conclusion
     Finally, Bernard Malamud reflects the total depravity of a family because of the destuctive influences of 
pursuing the desire for material possessions. He depicts the loss of family unity as a result of material turmoil of 
Feld and Max. Although Feld experiences an epiphany at the very end, it is difficult for him to survive because of 
his heart attack. Though Sobel is in loss of patience for moral pursuits in the store, he experiences destruction. He 
is in a loss of innoncence when he self-recognizes that he is being abused by Feld. So, material pursuits are the 
cause of the loss of purity, patience, and respect. Hence, Malamud has indirect messages for critical evaluations of 
achievement policy.
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